EDUCAUSE 2007 IT Strategic Planning Constituent Group 
Following are comments made by the participants in the EDUCAUSE 2007 IT Strategic Planning Constituent Group session on Thursday, October 25, from 4:55-6:10 p.m., discussing best practices in IT Strategic Planning.  The discussion prompted questions which are included below, along with responses from attendees.  The session began with a short presentation by Debra Allison designed to prompt discussion; the slides are available on the STRATPLAN web page.

What are some best practices for IT strategic planning that you use or have seen used with success?

1. Take as many opportunities as possible to engage the campus: surveys, focus groups, benchmarking, cross functional planning committee.

2. We scrapped our existing plan and took a different approach.  Where did we want to go?  What   is the current state?  We conducted a survey to establish a baseline of where we're at to feed into goals.

3. Gap analysis - surveys.  We used input to identify themes to present to faculty and all others.  We are creating a tech advisory committee as a feedback means; this feeds into the governance process.

       4.    We use lifecycle process as a process for our strategic planning.

5.    It is important to understand the institutional strategic plan - it is a starting plan.  IT plan should relate to that.  That helps to achieve buy-in.

6.    In the absence of a formal plan, there are often vision, goals that can be used to tie to IT plans.

7.    We have an information systems governance process in place helped to provide context.  They can state:  You need a strategic plan and here's what you need.  The governance committee can help keep an eye on progress.

8.    How far in future should your IT plan go? 3-5 years generally.  Can also include out-year needs such as network upgrades expected to be needed in, say, 7 years.

9.    Talk to finance officer - what is the planning timeframe for capital plan?  Use that as a guideline for strategic planning.

10.  Annual strategic plan renewals not always useful, especially if they are not tied to capital plan.  We have found there are not that many changes in strategic goals from one year to next..  

11.  Who should be on the planning committee?  Controller or CFO who watches the dollars?  Opinion:  critical to include financial representative.

12.  When new at institution, I first did an assessment.  Went to finance to get them oriented toward what's needed.  You need academic leadership involved because it's a fixed pot of money and what IT takes will take away from other areas.  Student reps are needed.

13.  One tip to get students engaged in a planning process:  create a technology fee.  Pull in Dean of Students; Dean hears lots of feedback from students.   Tap into student senate.  Asked student senate to charter a group for student tech advisory; small group to get a routine voice with not just complaints.  Student government may have positions in technology with responsibility to come to IT meetings.  If questions come in, IT refers them back to student rep.  Roll up projects into a strategic initiative so not so tactical.

14.  How do you get people to focus on the strategic rather than tactical?  We have tech savvy/innovators meet, separate group of mainstream including prospective students; also a separate group of decision makers.  Need to be thinking of students coming in next 5-7 years - what are their expectations?
15.  How are alums involved?  In one case: alumni relations and development offices are involved in planning.  Alumni would like to have their alma mater email address; way to keep them engaged in the institution.  Many willing to pay for this service.

16.  Alumni will give funds that are tied to their own priorities; this impacts strategic planning.  Their priorities may not match up with the institution's priorities.

17.  Do you include funding strategy in your Strategic Plan?  It is recommended that you include finances.

18.  Is an outsider needed to lead the planning process?  Or do it internally?  Limited budget may need this done internally.  If to be internal leader, point to a standard process advocated by EDUCAUSE or Gartner to give your process credence.

19.  Ask Dean of Business School to facilitate planning process.

20.  One institution bought out some of a faculty member's time to lead the initiative.

21.  Find peers at other institutions who can serve as a consultant.  They have an understanding of higher ed. and are less expensive than external consultant.

22.  Dilemma:  conflicting requirements from the same document: institutional plan is broad; IT group needs to look 5-7 years out at what skills are needed and plan for growth and development of the staff.  One idea:  operational plan falls out of strategic plan.  Need some backing from policies to help drive this (we're going to be 2-3 yrs. behind the latest OS).  Governance body needs supporting policies; technical standards are needed so the IT community can get training right.

23.  Needed: a common understanding of what constitutes strategy.  Come to consensus about the language.  Quite often stakeholders want to get into the details quickly, as well as the IT staff.

24.  Is there a framework for how to categorize your investments in higher ed.?  In retail, you have things like: point of sale, supply chain, etc.  This is very dependent upon the vision of your campus.  IPEDS has a careful categorization of expenses which may be useful.  Can help with comparative data with peers.  Investment mix is institution specific.    Fit, Utility, Balance is one set of criteria.  Having a theme may help:  e.g., "student centric" - student journey through the institution; how does what we're doing in IT contribute?  Use categories in Core Data Survey.  Another: infrastructure; recruits to alumni; connecting learners with learning.  Another:  ITIL idea of service catalog.

25.  ROI analysis?  If done, institution may not care.  Higher ed. typically does not look at this.  Culture shock if coming into higher ed. from business where cost/benefit analysis isn't done, bottom line.  Gartner recommends always including costs in project proposals, even if this is not typically done outside of construction projects.  This can help frame the discussion around priorities.

26.  When we talk about potential projects, we ask questions such as: tell me how this will increase enrollment.  Another idea: we ask for project proposers to identify the business case for the project.

27.  VOI: value analysis.  This is getting some discussion in higher ed. rather than ROI.

28.  It is important to identify what the outcomes will be and then measure them.

29.  A place to start: project charter.  Amounts to a business case.  When they see they can get money if they write a project charter, buy-in happens.

30.  Strategic plan needs to provide for research and development. "Incubator."  Innovation and contingency fund.  Need to try new things and allow for some to fail.

31.  Do any potential donors ask to see the strategic plan?  Identify operating and capital expenses for projects and share with development office.  Then they can "shop" some of those to potential donors.  One idea: fundraising event developed around an initiative.

32.  You can reorganize the IT staff around strategic plan.  Puts more credence into being reorganized for the staff who are undergoing changes.  Role changes, title changes, change in focus.  If you keep the old titles, looks like the same old thing is being done.  

33.  Creating a sense of direction and vision for the IT staff can really improve the morale of the staff.  Can help departmental IT and central IT have the same vision.  As strategic plan changes, so do the staff titles.

34.  Is there a provision in the plan for new things that emerge after the plan is published?  This can be tied in with portfolio management and a process to receive new requests.

35.  If you don't have a way to incorporate unexpected needs once the strategic plan is published, you run the danger of strategic plan becoming out of date.  

36.  What are you going to stop doing so we can do some new, exciting stuff?  We're thinking of asking this….we never shut anything down.  Do you build this in your plan?  Perhaps each year, planning meeting to identify what will be shut down (ancient slide collection with decreasing set of users were re-distributed to the faculty who use them).

37.  Shutting down services - more of a mourning process for IT staff than clients.  Hard for them to accept.  Have a funeral to celebrate phase out of old technology.  Throw fake VAX off the roof.  "Ax the VAX."  
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